Molecular biology of opioid receptors: recent advances.
Endogenous opioid peptides and opiates like morphine produce their pharmacological effects through the membrane bound opioid receptors. These receptors belong to a superfamily of G-protein-coupled receptors, all of which possess seven membrane-spanning regions. Structure-activity relationship studies of opioids opened up new avenues for the pharmacological characterization of the opioid receptors. As a further advancement in this direction, molecular cloning has led to the identification of three different types of opioid receptors -- OP1 (delta), OP2 (kappa) and OP3 (mu) -- thereby supporting the results of earlier pharmacological studies which postulated their existence. The three opioid receptors are highly homologous. Consequent to the development of highly specific and selective agonists and antagonists, it was proposed that the three types of opioid receptors could be further categorized into different subtypes. However, the molecular biology data generated so far do not support the presence of the various subtypes of the three well-characterized opioid receptors. Recent strides towards the advancement of our knowledge relating to the molecular biology of these receptors have been reviewed in this article.